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The first premise of the New America Foundation’s initia-
tive on the Next Social Contract is that the structures that 
help American workers and their families balance economic 
security and opportunity involve much more than a set of 
government programs. What we call the social contract is a 
set of formal and informal systems and assumptions, involv-
ing individuals, employers and government, that provide, as 
Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. put it, “security in the context 
of freedom and freedom in the context of security.” These 
assumptions have evolved through the course of American 
history, shaped by the crises and historical accidents from 
which they were born. Together, they are rooted in the deep-
est ethical and social principles of our founding and our 
sense of American identity. 
But the social contract is not merely a creation of the past. 
It depends on the continuing consent of the governed in 
the present. Every political battle over domestic or eco-
nomic policy has been in some sense a measure of public 
attitudes about those aspects of the social contract that we 
are ready to change and those that we still consider impor-
tant. Public opinion both reflects the evolution of the social 
contract (as in, for example, the abiding support for Social 
Security, both as a program and a symbolic legacy of New 
Deal reforms) and maps out what is possible in the next 
evolution of the social contract.
However, the relationship between public opinion and 
public policy is neither literal nor direct. We live under 
many laws that, if put to a direct vote, would be resound-
ingly defeated. Others reflect a general preference, such as 
for tax cuts, but are implemented in ways that fail to rep-
resent the views of the median voter. Some represent the 
strongly held views of a minority, along with the reluctant 
consent of the rest, while others protect critically impor-
tant minority rights. Many laws simply reflect the temper 
and political mood of another era, which have yet to be 
challenged or changed. Our political institutions are not 
entirely democratic, and the idiosyncrasies of the Senate, 
the federal budget process, and the winner-take-all nature 
of our elections all distort policies.
At the same time, we often find policies that seem to enjoy 
majority support suffer defeat, even without the interven-
ing distortions of political institutions. For example, ideas 
that perform well in polls are often defeated in ballot ini-
tiatives, when opponents are able to tap into underlying 
values that lead voters to fear change. 
So in looking at the relationship between public opinion 
and the social contract, we have sought not to look at public 
support for particular programs, but instead at the deeper 
values that would animate public debate about change. 
For example, we know that a majority of Americans would 
strongly favor measures to provide access to health care for 
all, but we also know—from experience—that if a universal 
health policy is described as expanding government’s role 
in health care, it will provoke a backlash. 
So the task of rebuilding the American social contract for 
the future will require a deep understanding of the deepest 
attitudes of Americans—attitudes about community, gov-
ernment, and family, about our obligations to one another, 
and about the mutual responsibilities of employers and 
workers. Rather than commissioning original research on 
public opinion about policy proposals that are so new that 
voters are unlikely to have a view on them, we decided that 
the first step would be to look at what we know from existing 
research about the underlying attitudes that will shape the 
reaction to policy proposals when they do come forward. 
While analysts sometimes look at two public attitudes and 
say that they are contradictory, in fact there is usually a way 
to understand the complex of opinions and see how they 
can fit together. That fit often illuminates the policies that 
will win public support and provides a guide for how to talk 
about those policies. So, for example, in this paper Cliff 
Zukin and his colleagues note that there is an increasing 
acceptance of the need for mutual support and an active 
role for government, coupled with continued skepticism 
of government programs. But as he points out, the data 
show a deep commitment to the “golden value” of equality 
of opportunity. Americans favor self-reliant entrepreneurs 
over gargantuan corporations, but they mistrust the govern-
ment to set a level playing field. These tensions shed light 
on a perpetual interplay between the enduring American 
values of independence, opportunity, and security.
One of the paradoxes of public policy in recent years has been 
the wide public support for tax cuts and other policies that 
principally benefit a small percentage of households. Some 
attribute this result to political misdirection or the use of 
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social wedge issues; others detect a belief by most Americans 
that they might soon be rich themselves. Zukin and his col-
leagues, however, employ data to argue that Americans 
accept inequality as part of the normal order in a dynamic 
economy. This finding serves as a warning against a kind of 
populist model of the social contract, emphasizing the ille-
gitimate gains of the wealthy. Any social contract—and really 
any market economy with any set of rules—is redistributive 
by nature. But instead of redistribution for the sake of equal 
outcomes, Americans prefer to guarantee a minimum qual-
ity of life and a basic platform of opportunity.
But public opinion is not static, and the project of rebuilding 
the American social contract is not going to be completed 
tomorrow. The values driving public opinion will evolve in 
three ways. First, they will evolve as generations shift. The 
New Deal generation is passing on, the Baby Boomers mov-
ing into retirement, and a younger generation with very dif-
ferent values—more tolerant, more open to collective action, 
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but also skeptical of large institutions and employers—are 
moving into voting-age adulthood. Second, as the economy 
changes, whether through a wrenching recession or because 
employers continue to reduce health benefits, Americans 
may change their basic perception of the role of government, 
responsibilities of individuals, and expectations of employ-
ers. And, finally, leadership and language matter. A presi-
dent or other public leaders who speak about the social con-
tract in compelling ways that connect to Americans’ basic 
values can also guide those values in a new direction.
As the initiative goes forward, we will set out to learn more 
about the first two of those three, looking more closely at the 
emerging generation—the “millennials”—and at changing 
attitudes about the workforce and employment. As to the 
third, no research can help us predict whether that leader-
ship or language will be found, but it is our hope that the 
solid empirical research of the Next Social Contract initiative, 
together with pathbreaking policy ideas, will help shape it.* 
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While	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 social	 contract	 is	 fascinat-
ing	 from	 an	 historical	 context,	 tracking	 the	 relationship	
between	 citizens	 and	 their	 government	 offers	 evidence	
of	a	divided	soul.	Ours	was	a	government	created	out	of	
necessity	 rather	 than	 nicety,	 for	 protection	 rather	 than	
preference.	 We	 did	 so	 grudgingly	 and	 with	 suspicion,	
which	endures	200	plus	years	later.	Hence,	it	is	a	love-hate	
relationship.	 Perhaps	 least	 appreciated	 and	most	 signifi-
cant	may	be	the	we-versus-us	nature	of	the	relationship.	A	
quick	assessment	of	public	opinion	data	could	easily	lead	





was	 during	 the	 New	 Deal.	 Our	 expectations	 of	 our	 gov-
ernment—and	 of	 employers	 and	 civil	 society—regarding	
health	care,	employment,	and	social	insurance	are	rooted	in	
the	programs	of	that	era.	But	much	has	changed	since	the	
1930s.	The	full	participation	of	women	in	 the	 labor	 force,	
the	changing	composition	of	families,	advances	in	medicine	
and	an	increase	in	the	life	span,	the	advent	of	high	technol-
ogy,	 and	 globalization,	 among	 other	 social	 and	 economic	
changes,	have	caused	the	existing	social	contract	to	fray.	If	
we	 are	 to	 think	 creatively	 about	 a	new	social	 contract,	we	
must	understand	what	the	American	public	wants	from	its	




took	 a	 review	 of	 the	 published	 public	 opinion	 literature	
addressing	 the	provision	of	public	benefits	 in	 the	United	
States—including	 research	 reports,	 survey	 instruments,	





* These appendices take up as many pages as does this published report, and we 
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a readable report, one that was not so bogged down with numbers that it was 
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documents	American	 opinion	 on	 the	 important	 issues	 of	
the	day:	education,	Social	Security	and	retirement,	taxation	
and	government	expenditures,	heath	care,	 job	satisfaction	
and	 financial	 security,	 and	 the	 environment	 and	 climate	
change.	The	 report	 concludes	with	our	 assessment	of	 the	
implications	of	public	opinion	for	the	next	social	contract.
political culture and values
Values	 underpin	 all	 social	 contracts.	 Political	 scientists	
often	 refer	 to	 the	 dominant	 values	 at	 any	 moment	 as	
the	 “political	 culture.”	 Each	 country’s	 political	 culture	 is	
unique,	a	product	of	 its	settlement	patterns,	history,	and	
national	 experiences.	 Values	 in	 a	 political	 culture	 nor-
mally	 change	 very	 slowly,	weighted	 down	 as	 they	 are	 by	
the	forces	of	history,	socialization,	experience,	and	mythol-
















opinion	 is	not	 static.	This	makes	 the	 task	of	 identifying	






ues	 that	 characterize	 the	 American	 public,	 based	 on	 an	
extensive	review	and	comparison	of	available	survey	data.	
There	follows	a	discussion	of	what	citizens	see	as	the	gov-
ernment’s	 proper	 role	 and	 responsibility	 in	 delivering	







traditions.	We	 do	 not	 hear	 the	 phrase	 “socialized	med-
icine”	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 health	 care	 debate.	 Indeed,	
even	 the	 phrase	 “universal	 health	 care”	 is	 often	 to	 be	
avoided.	The	point	here	is	that	a	new	social	contract	must	
be	 compatible	with	 existing	American	 values.	But	what	
are	America’s	 core	values?	 In	a	society	 that	values	both	
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Percentage Agreeing with Value Statements
Women should return to traditional roles
Most decisions in D.C. don't affect me personally
School boards OK to fire gays
Trust government to do right most or all of the time
Discrimination against blacks is rare today
Hard work affords little guarantee of success
Success in life determined by outside forces
 Elected officials care what people like me think
Efforts to improve racial equality should include even preferential treatment
Corporations strike a fair balance between profits and the public interest
 Get even with any country that takes advantage of us
Don’t have enough money to make ends meet
Government is run for the benefit of all people
Government has gone too far in pushing equal rights
People like me have no say in what the government does
Best way to ensure peace is military strength
Government should help needy even if leads to deeper debt
No limits to growth in US today
Government regulation of business does more harm than good
Americans can always solve our problems
Pay higher taxes to protect the environment
Satisfied with my financial situation
Government management is wasteful and inefficient
Federal government controls too much of daily life
Businesses and corporations make too much profit
Poor people are too dependent on government programs
Government should guarantee food and shelter for all
Government is responsible to care for those unable to care for themselves
Strength of US based mainly on business
The rich get richer & the poor get poorer
Federal government should only run things locals can’t
Have old fashioned values about families and marriage
Too much power concentrated in big companies
Prayer important in daily life
Elected officials lose touch with public
Never doubt existence of God
OK for blacks & whites to date
Should be stronger regulations to protect the environment
Best for US to be active in world
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that	 poor	 people	 are	 too	 dependent	 on	 government	 pro-
grams.	Just	over	half	said	that	they	would	be	willing	to	give	
more	help	 to	 the	needy	even	 if	 it	meant	 that	 the	govern-
ment	would	go	deeper	 into	debt;	45	percent	 said	 that	we	
have	gone	too	far	in	pushing	for	equal	rights.	
	








is	 to	 assure	 that	 people	have	 a	 chance.	We	believe	 that	 if	
people	work	hard	and	have	talent,	they	will	succeed.
	






half	 of	 those	 surveyed	 said	 that	 government	 regulation	 of	
business	does	more	harm	than	good,	although	there	has	been	
a	fair	amount	of	fluctuation	in	this	indicator.
A firm belief in God, combined with a belief in the separation 
of church and state.	About	 four	 in	five	Americans	 say	 that	
prayer	 is	 an	 important	 part	 of	 their	 daily	 life;	 83	 percent	
say	they	never	doubt	 the	existence	of	God.	Religion	is	 the	
weft	in	the	fabric	of	American	life,	with	59	percent	saying	
religion	plays	a	very	 important	role	 in	 their	 life.	Given	 its	
wealth,	the	United	States	is	an	outlier	with	respect	to	reli-
giosity.	Elsewhere,	the	more	affluent	the	country,	the	fewer	
there	are	who	say	 that	 religion	 is	very	 important	 to	 them.	
It	is	unclear	what	role	religion	will	play	regarding	the	next	




A belief that it is okay to be rich or at least that economic inequal-







the	 inheritance	 tax	 comes	 largely	 from	 those	who	 should	
expect	to	inherit	nothing.	
	
The United States should maintain an active presence in the 
world, but as a result of the war in Iraq we have become uncer-















advantage	of	us,	 down	 from	61	percent.	Clearly,	 the	pub-
lic	has	doubts	about	American	power	and	is	more	cautious	
than	 in	 the	 recent	 past	 about	 how	 aggressive	 the	United	
States	should	be	in	maintaining	its	place	in	the	world.	This	
trend	may	presage	a	turning	inward,	leading	to	a	renewed	
focus	 on	 domestic	 concerns,	 a	 positive	 development	 for	
considerations	of	the	next	social	contract.
The Role and Functioning of Government
The	Pew	survey	 included	about	a	dozen	or	so	questions	
that	 asked	 about	 government	 in	 some	 fashion.	 These	
include	how	 close	people	 feel	 to	 their	 government,	how	
competent	they	believe	it	to	be,	how	well	it	functions,	and	
what	 the	 role	 of	 government	 should	 be.	 These	 are	 pro-
duced	on	page	3.	This	picture	is	not	pretty.	It	suggests	a	
public	that	is	quite	cynical	about	the	motivations	of	gov-
ernmental	 actors	 and	 questions	 the	 competence	 of	 the	
government	to	run	programs.	A	number	of	observations	
may	be	made	from	these	data.
Americans feel distant from their government.	Four-fifths	of	
Americans	believe	that	elected	officials	lose	touch	quickly	
with	those	who	elected	them;	only	45	percent	believe	that	
the	government	 is	 run	 for	 the	benefit	of	 everyone.	And	
most	 see	 government	 as	 tangential	 to	 their	 daily	 lives:	
only	 a	 quarter	 of	 Americans	 think	 that	 decisions	made	
in	Washington	affect	them	personally.	About	three-quar-
ters	believe	that	the	federal	government	should	only	run	
things	when	 local	 governments	 cannot.	 This	will	make	
starting	a	conversation	with	the	public	about	a	new	social	
contract	a	very	difficult	undertaking.
Americans are most comfortable with the idea of government as 
















Americans have serious doubts about the government’s compe-
tence.	By	 a	margin	of	 almost	 two	 to	one,	people	 think	 that	
government	 is	 wasteful	 and	 inefficient.	 Only	 a	 third	 trust	
the	government	to	do	the	right	thing	all	or	some	of	the	time.	
Admittedly,	 trusting	 government	 “to	 do	what	 is	 right”	 is	 a	
very	vague	indicator.	The	data	do	not	tell	us	whether	people	
lack	trust	in	government	because	they	believe	public	officials	








must	 be	 doing	 something	 right.	 Perhaps	 this	 observation	
needs	to	be	emphasized	in	discussing	the	social	contract.
Changes in Values and Attitudes
Values	 change	 slowly,	 as	 noted	 earlier.	 Change	 in	most	
cases	is	like	a	pendulum	with	a	small	swing	arc.	But	here	





There has been a significant change since 1994 in social atti-
tudes and values, with the country moving to the left.	 Larger	
numbers	 of	 Americans	 now	 favor	 government	 action	 to	
help	the	disadvantaged,	and	there	is	increased	support	for	














Govt does too many things better left
Govt should do more to solve problems













to	 the	 Pew	Research	Center’s	March	 2007	 report,	Trends 
in Political Values and Core Attitudes: 1987–2007,	Americans	
have	become	increasingly	progressive,	with	the	proportion	















less	 suspicious	of	 the	motivations	of	public	 officials,	 and	
see	more	of	a	role	for	government	in	problem	solving	rela-
tive	 to	 “businesses	 or	 individuals.”2	 Younger	 Americans	
are	 also	 less	 ideological	 and	 judgmental.	 This	 shows	 up	
dramatically	in	the	acceptance	of	interracial	dating	and	of	








may	 in	 turn	demand	 less	 from	 the	political	 system.	How	
this	will	 play	 out	 remains	 to	 be	 seen.	 But	 there	 are	 clear	
differences	in	age	cohorts	over	the	meaning	of	citizenship.	
Younger	 people	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 feel	 that	 the	 obligations	




We feel less confident of America’s power in the world.	There	
will	 be	 a	 hangover	 from	 the	 war	 in	 Iraq	 that	 will	 make	
Americans	 cautious	 about	 future	 international	 involve-
ment.	We	 are	 likely	 heading	 toward	 a	 period	 of	 turning	
inward.	 According	 to	 the	 Pew	 Research	 Center’s	 2005	
report,	America’s Place in the World,	42	percent	of	respon-














Being a ‘good person’ is enough













Source: NCES1 Survey, Don’t know responses have been omitted. 
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should	“mind	its	own	business	internationally	and	let	other	
countries	get	along	the	best	they	can	on	their	own.”	Such	
isolationist	 sentiment	was	 also	 evident	 in	 the	mid-1970s	
after	the	Vietnam	War,	and	in	the	1990s	after	the	end	of	







Americans	 view	 primary	 and	 secondary	 education	 as	 a	













education	 and	 educational	 reform.	 While	 Americans	 are	




their	 local	 schools	 are	 fine.	 They	want	 federal	money	 but	


























Public Perceptions of  
Weaknesses in the Current System
Perhaps	because	most	Americans	have	little	direct	involve-
ment	with	 the	 schools,	 interpretations	 of	 public	 opinion	
regarding	 education	 are	 heavily	 dependent	 on	 what	 is	
being	asked	and	how	questions	are	worded.	Many	studies	
show	 that	 the	public	believes	 that	schools	are	 in	need	of	
greater	funding	and	that	teachers	should	be	paid	more;	in	
fact	these	two	concerns	often	rank	above	public	concerns	
about	 overcrowding,	 lack	 of	 discipline,	 or	 drug	 use.	 But	
when	pollsters	ask	other	sorts	of	questions,	the	“problems	
with	education”	 look	different.	For	example,	 in	 response	
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problems	 currently	 facing	 public	 education	 were	 due	 to	




ing	 does	 not	 come	 up.	 Thus	 there	 is	 often	 a	 disconnect	
between	 the	 questions	 pollsters	 are	 asking,	 the	 public’s	
true	concerns,	and	the	policy	debate.
Public Perceptions of  
Government’s Role in Education
When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 subject	 of	 public	 schools,	 policy-











to	 an	April	 2000	Gallup/CNN/USA	Today	 poll,	 46	 per-
cent	 of	 respondents	 said	 the	 federal	 government	 should	






questions	probing	 the	depth	of	support	 for	assisting	 low-
income	 families	 or	 for	 parental	 choice	may	 lead	 to	 find-
ings	 that	 are	 at	 odds	 with	 survey	 questions	 testing	 the	
public’s	 support	 for	 vouchers.	 Pollsters	 who	 begin	 with	






might	 be	 teased	 out	 of	 the	 available	 data.	 The	 important	
point	is	that	it	is	essential	to	pay	attention	to	how	questions	





has	not	 left	 a	 large	mark	on	public	 consciousness.	About	
half	the	public	(46	percent)	knows	“very	little”	or	“nothing”	
about	NCLB,	according	 to	a	Phi	Delta	Kappa	survey	 from	










The	 public	 views	 the	 educational	 system	 as	 somewhat	
troubled,	 and	 it	 observes	 a	 need	 for	 modest	 reforms	
instead	 of	 an	 overhaul.	 The	 public’s	 preference	 is	 for	



















social security and  
retirement income
Americans	 are	 clearly	 worried	 about	 how	 they	will	 provide	











Social	 Security.	 But	 there	 is	 so	 little	 faith	 in	 the	 viabil-
ity	of	Social	Security	 that	apprehension	 is	actually	much	
broader	 than	worries	 about	 that	 program	 per	 se.	 People	
are	worried	about	their	financial	security	in	the	most	fun-
damental	 terms.	 It	 is	 sobering	 to	note	 that	 relatively	 few	
Americans—perhaps	 a	 quarter	 of	 the	 public—believe	
that	Social	Security	will	be	their	main	source	of	funds	for	
retirement.	Far	more	believe	that	they	will	need	to	shoul-































By	 some	measures,	 Americans	 are	 actually	 slightly	more	






Support	 for	 giving	 individuals	 greater	 control	 over	 their	
contributions	 to	 Social	 Security	 has	 waxed	 and	 waned	
over	 the	 years,	with	opinion	divided	 today	between	 those	
who	believe	 that	 changing	 the	 system	 is	more	 risky	 than	
maintaining	 the	 status	 quo	 and	 those	who	want	 the	 sys-




















general,	 the	public	is	 least	 likely	to	support	proposals	that	
entail	benefit	cuts,	such	as	raising	the	retirement	age	to	70,	
indexing	benefits	to	longevity,	imposing	a	5	percent	benefit	
cut	 on	new	 retirees,	 or	modified	 price	 indexing	 (whereby	
future	benefits	would	be	cut	by	1	percent	each	year	a	per-
son	has	contributed	to	Social	Security,	with	low-wage	earn-
ers	 exempt).	According	 to	 this	 survey,	 the	 public	 is	more	
likely	 to	 favor	 revenue	 enhancement	 strategies,	 including	
gradually	 increasing	the	income	cap	to	$150,000,	increas-
ing	the	payroll	tax	by	0.5	percent	for	both	workers	and	their	







































most	 Americans	 are	 deeply	 concerned	 about	 not	 having	
enough	 retirement	 income.	 It	may	be	our	greatest	unspo-
ken	 national	 anxiety.	 There	 is	 some	 evidence	 to	 suggest	
that	 people	 view	 this	 as	 a	 personal	 problem—one	 they	do	
 
Source of Retirement Income for  
Non-Retired Adults















Part-time	work 18% 50% 28%
Annuities	or	insurance	plans 7% 32% 59%
Money	from	inheritance 7% 31% 60%
Rent	and	royalties 6% 26% 66%
Source: Gallup, 2006.
























Public Attitudes Regarding Income Taxes
Responses	 about	 whether	 one’s	 taxes	 are	 too	 high	 vary	
according	 to	 the	 question	 being	 asked.	 According	 to	
an	April	 2007	CBS	News	poll,	 a	 little	more	 than	half	 of	
Americans	 (55	 percent)	 think	 they	 pay	 the	 right	 amount	











if	people	see	what	 they	pay	as	a	 fair	contribution	 to	 the	
general	good.	When	Gallup	probed	further,	asking,	“Do	
you	regard	the	income	tax	which	you	will	have	to	pay	this	
year	 as	 fair?”	 60	 percent	 of	 respondents	 said	 that	 they	
did.	 Thus,	 we	 are	 not	 opposed	 to	 paying	 taxes,	 but	 we	
believe	that	we	should	pay	as	we	go	and	that	everyone	has	
a	responsibility	to	contribute	to	the	collective	good.	What	
we	are	opposed	 to	 is	paying	more	 than	our	share	when	
others	are	getting	off	easy.
	
There	 is	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	 grumbling	 about	 the	
unfairness	of	our	current	tax	system.	This	perception	is	no	
doubt	reinforced	by	the	system’s	complexity.	The	public	is	
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Americans	 are	 progressive	 in	 their	 beliefs	 about	who	 pays	
















Public Perceptions of Weaknesses  
in the System and Opportunities for Reform
According	 to	 a	 2005	 Gallup	 survey,	 most	 Americans	
think	that	their	local	property	taxes	are	the	least	fair	(39	








































































Too High About Right Too LowUnsure Source: Gallup, 2007. 
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Americans	on	average	think	the	federal	government	wastes	
47	cents	out	of	every	dollar	it	spends.	The	public	thinks	that	




programs	 going	 or	 see	 funding	 for	 those	 programs	 cut.	
Except	for	Iraq	reconstruction,	a	majority	of	Americans	said	




















consumption	 tax,	 and	 tax	 shifting.	 It	may	 be	 that	while	
people	are	not	satisfied	with	the	current	system,	they	are	
worried	 that	 any	 significant	 change	 could	 make	 things	
worse.	So	taxes	represent	a	challenge	and	an	opportunity.	










is	understandable:	 taxation	 is	 a	 complicated	 issue.	With	
a	public	wary	of	change,	an	 in-depth	discussion	of	 taxes	










point	 in	 time.	The	public	 expects	more	 from	government	

















Which of the following three statements 
comes closest to expressing your overall view 














how	 contentious	 any	 proposed	 reforms	 are	 likely	 to	 be.	A	
2004	 survey	 conducted	 by	 Lake/Snell/Perry	 for	 the	 New	





It	 is	 important	 to	note	 that	 those	who	have	health	 insur-
ance	are	pretty	well	 satisfied:	 in	 response	 to	a	2004	KFF	
survey,	57	percent	said	their	health	coverage	plan	was	good	
and	that	they	felt	well	protected	regarding	their	health	care	






ing	 costs	 and	 the	 security	 of	 their	 benefits.	Unlike	 other	
subject	areas	with	their	wide	array	of	sub-issues	that	have	






















employer-sponsored	 health	 care,	 76	 percent	would	 rather	
continue	to	get	their	health	insurance	through	their	employer	








an	 employer	might	 spend	 on	 coverage	 per	worker	 in	 tax-







84	percent	 of	 respondents	 said	 that	 they	were	 in	 favor	of	
a	 federal	 law	guaranteeing	 that	 individuals	 could	not	 lose	
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ernment	 to	make	 sure	 that	 everyone	has	health	 coverage.	
However,	 there	 is	 no	 consensus	 on	 how	 to	 achieve	 this,	
and	the	public’s	willingness	to	see	an	expanded	federal	role	
goes	only	so	far.	The	public	may	not	be	willing	at	present	
to	 embrace	 a	 national	 health	 plan,	 but	 that	may	 change,	
depending	on	how	the	issue	is	framed	in	the	course	of	the	
presidential	campaign.	There	is	some	evidence	of	a	deeply	


































Overall Satisfaction with Jobs and Job Security




























recently.	 Even	 so,	 perceptions	 of	 job	 stability	 have	 stayed	
level	over	the	last	30	years.
However,	 there	 are	 a	 number	 of	 findings	 from	 the	Work	















half	of	workers	 said	 they	were	 “very	 concerned”	about	
this	issue,	compared	with	only	26	percent	who	said	so	
By	and	large,	Americans	feel	secure	in	their	employment.	





were	worried	 about	being	 laid	off	 in	 the	near	 future,	 and	
just	12	percent	said	they	were	worried	about	their	employer	










Job Satisfaction by Attribute
































Very/Fairly likely Not too/ Not at all likely
Source: Gallup, 2006. 
 
Thinking about the next 12 months, how likely 
is it that you will lose your job or be laid off: 
very likely, fairly likely, not too likely, or not at 
all likely?








Hints of Other Problems
Despite	the	generally	rosy	picture	of	overall	job	satisfaction,	
there	are	clear	signs	 that	American	workers	would	 like	 to	
see	 improvement	 in	 some	 aspects	 of	 their	 employment.	
Dissatisfaction	with	health	and	retirement	benefits	stands	
out.	 Thirteen	 percent	 report	 working	 two	 jobs	 in	 2005;	
another	4	percent	were	working	 three	 or	more.	A	Gallup	

















only	 fair	or	poor,	 and	a	 sizable	 third	have	had	 to	go	 into	
debt	 to	 pay	 for	 basic	 necessities.	 In	 response	 to	 a	 2005	












other	 surveys	 point	 toward	 increased	 unhappiness	 over	























Do you now earn enough to lead the kind of life 





















I earn enough to lead the kind of life I want



























































some	 clear	 ideas	 about	what	 should	 be	 done,	 and	 believes	
that	the	government	bears	responsibility	to	address	the	prob-





When	asked	whether	 the	 environment	 or	 the	 economy	 is	
more	 important,	 the	 public	 has	 consistently	 come	 down	
on	the	side	of	environmental	protection.	This	is	not	to	say	
that	people	would	choose	the	environment	over	their	own	
financial	and	economic	security,	but	 it	does	 illustrate	 that	
the	 environment	 is	 highly	 valued.	What	 this	 suggests	 for	
the	next	social	contract	is	that	the	public	is	willing	to	tolerate	





Public Perceptions About Global Warming
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A	 significant	 number	 of	 Americans	 (43	 percent)	 blame	
oil	 companies	 for	 the	 high	 price	 of	 fuel,	with	 20	 percent	
blaming	 the	 president;	 only	 13	 percent	 believe	 that	 prices	
have	risen	due	to	normal	supply-and-demand	pressures.	A	
majority	is	unhappy	with	the	way	the	Bush	administration	




less	 dependent	 on	 foreign	 supplies	 of	 oil,	 while	 only	 25	
percent	said	the	Republican	Party	was	more	likely	to	do	so.	













dents	 preferred	 encouraging	 conservation	 over	 increasing	
the	production	of	petroleum,	natural	gas,	and	coal	resources,	
up	from	59	percent	 in	2005.	Opinion	on	nuclear	power	is	










I’m going to read a list of steps the govern-
ment can take to reduce global warming. 
Please say for each if that is something the 


















Source: Gallup, March 2007.
For each of the following, please tell me 
whether you favor or oppose it as a way for 















Source: ABC News/Time/Stanford, March 2006.
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58	 percent	were	 opposed	 to	 raising	 gasoline	 taxes	 to	 pro-
mote	conservation	and	reduce	global	warming.	According	
to	 an	 April	 2007	 ABC	 News/Washington	 Post/Stanford	
University	poll,	 a	majority	 (70	percent)	 thinks	 the	 federal	









Another	 complicating	 factor	 regarding	 climate	 change	
is	that	the	issue	has	no	borders.	Changing	energy	policy	
in	 the	 United	 States	 alone	 cannot	 solve	 the	 problem.	
According	 to	 a	Harris	 poll	 conducted	 in	October	 2007,	
87	 percent	 of	 Americans	 believe	 that	 climate	 change	 is	
a	 global	 issue	 and	 that	 all	 industrial	 nations	 must	 be	








well-being.	 If	 they	 are	 asked	 to	 sacrifice—to	 drive	 less,	 to	































































































































































































































































































ion	goes:	 almost	 everyone	 is	 in	 favor	 of	 doing	 something	
to	protect	 the	 environment	 and	halt	 global	warming.	The	
problem	with	respect	to	the	next	social	contract	is	that	while	
environmental	 issues	 resonate	with	 the	public,	we	are	 far	
from	consensus	on	how	to	deal	with	them.
implications for the next 
social contract
What	 is	 the	 climate	 of	 opinion	heading	 into	 the	 2008	
presidential	election?	What	is	the	public’s	appetite	and	
tolerance	 for	 policy	 change?	 What	 are	 the	 opportuni-
ties	 and	 challenges	 facing	 policymakers?	 Incremen-






















Americans	 to	 name,	 in	 their	 own	words,	 the	most	 impor-




tion,	which	has	 fallen	 from	an	April	2006	high	of	 19	per-
cent	to	11	percent	in	January	2008.	The	only	other	concern	
 
Presidential Approval by Party Identification.
2007 Trend Total % Rep.% Dem.% Ind.%
June 29 65 6 27
April 35 77 12 28
March 33 73 9 29
February 33 71 9 28
January 33 77 10 28
Previous Junes
2006 36 77 11 29
2005 42 85 14 32
2004 48 87 17 44
2003 62 92 40 56
2002 70 95 53 66



















































Source: Gallup, January 2008 and June 2007. 
Survey Dates
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mentioned	by	more	than	5	percent	of	Americans	is	a	general	
dissatisfaction	with	government,	registering	at	8	percent.	As	






















on	 our	 review	 of	 American	 attitudes	 and	 public	 opinion,	




bitiously	enough	 to	give	 the	public	 the	 relief	 it	will	be	
seeking	 from	 the	public	 sphere.	A	new	social/political	
bargain	has	a	better	chance	of	success	if	it	depends	more	
on	passive	acceptance	and	less	on	active	public	support.	
Americans	 are	 cynical	 about	 the	motivations	 of	 politi-





ernment,	 nor	 to	 be	 confronted	with	unpleasant	 truths	
about	our	efficacy,	judgment,	or	place	in	the	world.	
•	The	 Next	 Social	 Contract	 must	 be	 about	 what	 gov-
ernment	 can	 do	 to	help	 Americans	 as	 individuals.	We	
mainly	see	government	as	a	benign	parent:	we	want	it	
to	 be	 vigilant	 and	 to	 insure	 against	 terrible	 harm,	 but	





•	The	 Next	 Social	 Contract	 must	 also	 be	 compatible	
with	American	political	culture.	We	value	rugged	indi-






•	The	 Next	 Social	 Contract	 must	 be	 discussed	 in	 lan-
guage	 rooted	 in	 Americans’	 everyday	 experiences.	
First,	 and	 foremost,	 this	 means	 not	 presenting	 ideas	
in	 terms	 of	 the	 (old,	 new,	 or	 next)	 “social	 contract.”	
Communicating	 with	 the	 public	 is	 always	 a	 difficult	
undertaking.	 Americans	 have	 a	 low	 attention	 span	
when	it	comes	to	politics,8	and	the	audience	is	increas-
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job	 security,	 and	 Social	 Security	 are	 perennial	 concerns	
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data	 sources	 and	 their	 original	 tabular	 or	 graphical	 repre-
sentations	 are	 available	 in	 two	 appendices	 to	 this	 paper.	
To	access	 these	appendices,	please	 visit	 the	New	America	
Foundation	website	at	http://www.newamerica.net/issues/
next_social_contract.	 They	 are	 also	 available	 at	 www.hel-
drich.rutgers.edu.	Below	is	a	summary	of	their	contents.
Appendix 1: Sources and Data Collection
This	 appendix	 details	 our	 data	 collection	methodology.	 It	
also	provides	a	comprehensive	list	of	which	data	sources	we	
employed	and	where	they	can	be	found.
Appendix 2: Statistical Evidence
This	 appendix	 recounts	 additional	 statistical	 evidence	 to	
support	the	claims	of	the	paper.	It	reproduces	various	tables	
and	graphs	to	describe	underlying	trends	in	public	opinion.	
These	 trends	point	 to	 certain	 core	American	 values,	 illus-
trate	 changing	 generational	 attitudes,	 and	 highlight	 the	






of	2007,	before	 the	national	debate	on	immigration	heated	up.	While	 this	 issue	
will	undoubtedly	have	an	 impact	on	 the	next	social	contract,	we	have	omitted	 it	
as	a	public	opinion	 issue	 in	 this	document.	As	of	 this	writing,	 the	debate	 is	 too	
unsettled	 for	a	 summary	synthesis	 to	do	 the	 issue	 justice.	Similarly,	we	wanted	
to	include	a	section	on	workforce	and	family	issues,	but	we	were	not	comfortable	
enough	with	the	published	research	to	do	so.





“Compared	 to	 10	years	ago,	do	you	 think	 the	natural	 environment	 in	 the	world	
today	is	better,	worse,	or	about	the	same?”	60	percent	said	“somewhat	worse”	or	
“much	worse.”
5	 In	 response	 to	 a	March	 2007	 Gallup	 poll	 that	 asked	 about	 the	 cause	 of	 the	
increases	 in	 the	 Earth’s	 temperature	 over	 the	 last	 century,	 61	 percent	 of	 those	
polled	said	“human	activities”	and	35	percent	said	“natural	causes.”
6	 In	March	2007,	Gallup	asked:	“If	efforts	to	address	the	effects	of	global	warm-















News	 Interest	 Index,	 which	 tracks	 the	most	 closely	 watched	 news	 events	 on	 a	













the next social contract initiative	
aims	to	reinvent	American	social	policy	for	the	twenty-
first	century.	Through	a	program	of	research	and	pub-
lic	education,	the	initiative	will	explore	the	origins	of	
our	modern	social	contract,	articulate	the	guiding	prin-
ciples	for	constructing	a	new	contract,	and	advance	a	
set	of	promising	policy	reforms.
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